Organized for Purpose by Oliver, Barry
Avondale College 
ResearchOnline@Avondale 
Theology Papers and Journal Articles Faculty of Theology 
2-2010 
Organized for Purpose 
Barry Oliver 
Avondale College of Higher Education, barryoliver7@gmail.com 
Follow this and additional works at: https://research.avondale.edu.au/theo_papers 
 Part of the Religion Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Oliver, B. (2010). Organized for purpose. Ministry: International Journal for Pastors, 82(2), 12-13. Retrieved 
from http://www.ministrymagazine.org 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Faculty of Theology at ResearchOnline@Avondale. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Theology Papers and Journal Articles by an authorized administrator of 
ResearchOnline@Avondale. For more information, please contact alicia.starr@avondale.edu.au. 
12M I N I S T R Y F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0
Organized for purpose
B A R R Y  D .  O L I V E R
Barry D. Oliver, PhD, is president of the South Pacifi c 
Division of Seventh-day Adventists, headquartered 
in Wahroonga, New South Wales, Australia.
T
he Seventh-day Adventist 
Church has seen two major 
reorganizations. The first 
occurred from 1860–1863, 
about 16 years after the disap-
pointment of 1844. In the early 
1860s, the fl edgling denomination 
had only 3,500 members scattered 
in 125 local churches, which were 
represented by 6 local conferences 
across a few of the eastern states 
of the United States. Represen-
tatives from these conferences 
gathered in Battle Creek, Michigan, 
and—despite considerable opposi-
tion—adopted a denominational 
name in 1860 and an organizational 
form in 1863.
The second major period of 
organizational reform took place in 
1901–1903. These were diffi cult years 
for the denomination. Although the 
membership had grown to 75,000, 
the members were becoming 
increasingly scattered, and leaders 
realized that other organizational 
structures were now needed to deal 
with the growing church. 
Subsequent to the reorganization 
of 1901–1903, many other structural 
adjustments have been made. In 
1915, the General Conference was 
divided into a number of divisions 
that have specifi c responsibility for 
administering large areas of the globe 
(the South Pacifi c Division and North 
American Division, for example). 
Study continues to be given to the 
organizational and administrative 
needs of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church—a church that continues to 
grow and diversify but intends to 
maintain its unity and integrity as a 
global organization. 
Church organization: 
1860–1863
The form of organization adopted 
in 1863 consisted of three levels: 
local churches; state conferences, 
which comprised the local churches 
in a designated area; and a General 
Conference, which comprised all 
the state conferences. The General 
Conference was located in Battle 
Creek, Michigan. The offi cers were 
a General Conference president, 
secretary, and treasurer, and an 
executive committee of three. 
General Conference sessions were 
to be held annually.
An obvious question is, Why was 
it deemed necessary to organize 
the Adventist believers into a 
denomination in the fi rst place? In fact, 
there was some concerted opposition 
to the whole idea. And how was 
the specifi c form of organizational 
structure decided? Interestingly, a 
precise theological answer cannot 
be found. The church fathers did not 
decide on an organizational form 
based on any particular biblical model. 
Though some general notions of 
stewardship of personnel and fi nancial 
resources certainly did infl uence the 
discussion, what dictated the need 
for organization, and the subsequent 
shape it took, was a list of pragmatic 
necessities that, if left unattended, 
would stifl e growth. 
In 1907, A. G. Daniells, General 
Conference president at the time, 
reflected on some of the reasons 
for the organization in 1863. His list 
included (1) failure to keep proper 
church membership records, (2) 
lack of church offi cers, (3) “no way 
of determining who were accredited 
representatives of the people,” (4) 
no regular support for the ministry, 
and (5) no legal provision for holding 
property.1 Organization of the church 
meant that these and many other 
problems could be dealt with 
systematically. 
Reorganization: 
1901–1903
As the church continued to grow 
rapidly, the meager organization 
set in place in 1863 could not cope 
with the numeric, geographic, 
and institutional expansion of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. By 
the turn of the century, its 75,000 
members were spread—not only 
across the United States—but in 
Europe, Australia, and New Zealand, 
and increasingly in the mission fi elds. 
The organizational structures of 1863 
could not cope with this expansion, 
nor with the increase in departments 
and institutions that oversaw the 
publishing, educational, health, and 
missionary interests of the church. 
Each of these became a separate 
entity in itself, outside of the existing 
organizational structure of the church, 
but calling on the services of already 
overextended administrators. The 
church was in danger of drowning in 
its own bureaucracy.
Fortunately, the church had some 
farsighted leaders who realized the 
danger and the need for change. At 
the forefront was Ellen G. White. At 
no time did she attempt to prescribe 
the exact form that organizational 
reform was to take; she left that 
to the delegates at the General 
Conference sessions. But she did 
raise her voice in a call for urgent and 
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innovative change. The day before 
the commencement of the session 
in 1901, she called the leaders 
together and in no uncertain terms 
told them that “God wants a change 
. . . right here . . . right now.”2 She 
was ably supported, particularly by 
A. G. Daniells, who was to become 
General Conference president at that 
session, and by her son, W. C. White.
The shape of church 
organization since 1903
At the 1901 and 1903 General 
Conference Sessions, the church 
adopted a representative organizational 
form that was shaped as follows:
1.  The basic unit is the local church. 
The local church comprises a 
group of believers who have 
been organized as a church and 
function in their community as 
the “body of Christ.”
2. Local churches in a designated 
area belong to “the sisterhood of 
churches” in a local conference, 
mission or fi eld. For example, the 
North New South Wales Con-
ference comprises Seventh-day 
Adventist churches in a desig-
nated area of northern New South 
Wales, Australia. The conference 
is administered by a president, 
secretary, treasurer, and executive 
committee elected by representa-
tives from the local churches at a 
conference session, which may 
be held every three or fi ve years.
3. Local conferences in a desig-
nated area belong to a union 
conference. Union conferences 
are also administered by a 
president, secretary, and trea-
surer. These offi cers are elected 
by representatives appointed 
for this function by the local 
conferences. Recently, an organi-
zational structure designated as 
a “Union of Churches” has been 
approved by the General Confer-
ence as a structural option. This 
option omits the level of structure 
known as the conference, mis-
sion, or fi eld. It is implemented 
only in specifi c predetermined 
circumstances.
4. Union conferences and Unions 
of Churches around the world 
belong to the General Confer-
ence of Seventh-day Adventists, 
with headquarters just outside 
of Washington, D.C., United 
States. General Conference ses-
sions are held every fi ve years, at 
which time General Conference 
leadership is elected and major 
doctrinal and business matters 
are discussed by representatives 
from around the world.
As mentioned, subsequent to the 
1903 General Conference Session, 
the General Conference allocated 
many of its administrative tasks 
to General Conference Division 
Headquarters, which are currently 
found in 13 strategic locations 
around the world. This has been 
done in order to facilitate the work 
of the church and prevent decision-
making processes from becoming 
too centralized and cumbersome. 
Examples of divisions of the General 
Conference are the North American 
Division near Washington, D.C., 
United States; the East-Central Africa 
Division in Nairobi, Kenya; and the 
South Pacific Division in Sydney, 
Australia. 
Conclusion
The organizational structures and 
institutions of the church have served 
us adequately over the years. 
Recently, the General Conference 
has formally recognized that fl exibil-
ity is an important principle of 
organization as the church moves 
into the twenty-fi rst century.  It is in 
the best interests of the church that 
a strong global organizational struc-
ture continues to facilitate its ministry 
and mission as the church takes 
seriously the commission of Christ, 
which challenges us to take the 
gospel to the world. Continually we 
need to assess what structures best 
serve the church and how these 
structures can continue to facilitate 
that mission. 
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